Mindfulness: take a walk to savour nature and quiet the mind.
By Jini Reddy  01 Jan 2014  The Telegraph
1. I am walking through the dunes on Newborough Warren, part of a national nature reserve on the south-west coast of Anglesey, towards the beach.

2. Ordinarily on such an outing, I’d be chattering away with friends, loaded down with beach gear. But today I’m light-footed and as silent as a ghost. I can see my companions, as we’re all walking in single file, a discreet distance from each other. Have we dramatically fallen out? Perish the thought: we’ve all signed up for a day of mindful walking.

3. Wilderness Minds, a small Bangor-based outfit, hosts these outings as a way of encouraging people to savour nature to the maximum. “The richness of the natural world is like food for our senses,” explains founder Sholto Radford. “Mindfulness simply gives people a tool to immerse themselves in the environment without constant chatter and distraction. You might go for a walk, but if you’re spending the whole time worrying about what’s going on at work, for instance, you won’t catch the reflection of the light off the water or notice the flora and fauna around you. It’s simply about drawing our attention to the present.”

4. If you spend your days glued to the telephone, computer and social media, then this kind of walk can be hugely restorative.

5. Radford, Welsh-born and raised on the Shropshire and Powys borders, is a certified mountain guide. He has an MA in psychological research methods from Exeter University and is a former researcher at Bangor University’s Centre for Mindfulness Research and Practice. He has also published articles in scientific journals on the theme – in short, he’s the antithesis of the sandal-clad New Age hippy you might imagine.

6. For the past year, Radford has run mindfulness and wild camping weekends in remote parts of Snowdonia National Park. The Anglesey walks are a new, more accessible addition, geared towards coastal lovers. They are also a glorious haven for wild flowers, butterflies, lichen, moss and bird life.

7. For this expedition, Radford suggests we walk in complete silence. That’s fine by me, but as I hike through the spiky tufts of marram grass, my mind, annoyingly, is whirring like a high-speed fan about to fly off its hinges. Still, I soon hear a sweet trilling and spot a skylark overhead. On the periphery, I glimpse the forest fringe. Underfoot, I pause to inspect wild thyme and what looks like an absurdly big parasol mushroom. Would I have noticed all of this had I been deep in conversation? It’s unlikely. Thankfully, before long my mind slips into a quieter gear.

8. Walking in silence with a group is a unique and oddly bonding experience. First, you have the space in which to savour your surroundings. Then, when you regroup, the pleasure of being together is amplified, the conversation more compelling, the sharing of food more of an occasion.

9. Interspersed with the hiking are pauses to gather in a circle and “check-in” as Radford puts it, with various practices. These include focusing on the breath, sensory awareness exercises, and a fun, beachcomber version of “show and tell” – to help us draw our attention back to the present lest it has strayed, say to the pub. If this kind of activity and sharing makes you recoil in horror, rest assured, it’s entirely optional.

10. Our group is forthcoming and enthusiastic. “It makes being outdoors an amazing experience, allowing you the time and space to notice the minute detail in everything: the dew drops on a cobweb, the veins on a leaf, the millions of shades of green in the grasses,” says Helli Gittens, a business development officer who first came to a mindfulness course six years ago, following treatment for breast cancer.

11. Closer to the beach, on the dunes, we file past a herd of sturdy Welsh mountain ponies. I’m struck by how they embody the calm alertness we’re aspiring to. We edge past them gently, beyond another ridge and there it is: Llanddwyn – locally known as Newborough beach – one of the most scenic places in the country. To one side are the peaks of Snowdonia National Park and to the other is the lighthouse on Llanddwyn, a tidal island.

12. There’s a stiff breeze and the waves are thrashing against the shore. Clouds hover moodily, and the pebbles planted in the sand seem jewel-like.

13. I savour the pristine silence. If the aim of mindfulness is to heighten awareness of my surroundings, it’s working.
14. A one-day guided Mindful Walk in Anglesey costs from £30. The next walk is on January 18. See Wilderness Minds or call 01248 521621 for the full programme

15. Visit visitwales.co.uk for more information on the area
Other walks for the soul
Way of Nature UK hosts daylong wilderness walks (£65) outside London. These include relaxation exercises and nature-inspired craft making.

Ffyona Campbell, author of The Hunter-Gatherer Way, offers Wild Food Walks on Dartmoor and the south Devon Coast from February to November.
Mindfulness Retreats offers residential retreats, including silent walking, in Surrey. £295
The Community of Interbeing offers a mindful walking and camping retreat in Exmoor and the New Forest in January: 0844 573 4902
Binley Farm in Gloucestershire is running a “Cotswold Way in Mindfulness” walking retreat on April 29
